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Executive Summary

The purpose of this study was to identify easily understood school district financial reports and
the characteristics that make them understandable.  Through contact with over 50 experts in the
field of education and review of 32 financial documents, characteristics of good financial
reporting practices were identified.  The reports received for this study were evaluated using
these characteristics as criteria for easily understood financial reports.  The highest rated school
district report met 29 of 35 identified characteristics.  Characteristics most often included were
the use of simple bar and pies charts and the inclusion of revenue and expenditure information.
Characteristics that were consistently missing were brevity and the inclusion of non-financial
information. Ironically, this is exactly the information the public wants to know.

School district business managers and financial officers suggested that the general public is more
interested in non-financial data unless there is a controversy regarding the school district or they
are seeking information for voting purposes.  There is also a general agreement that school level
data is requested more often and is seen as more relevant by the general public.  As schools are
held more accountable, those school districts that provide clear information on individual school
performance will be more likely to succeed in communicating requested information to the
public.

The identified characteristics of good reporting practices from this study could be used in the
future as a checklist for other school districts or individual schools in evaluating or creating their
own reports.  There is also potential for schools to benefit from including clear financial
information in Annual School Performance Reports/School Report Cards that are currently
required by many states, including Washington.
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Study Background and Rationale

Education is a major expenditure for public funds.  If public schools/districts are to be held
accountable for how they utilize public dollars for the business of education, they should also be
responsible for reporting their financial data in language and format that is easily understood by
the lay public.  The voting public should expect districts to provide reasonable, accurate
information when they are asked to support school bond or levy ballot measures.  The public is
interested in how their tax dollars are being spent and how those expenditures contribute to the
educational experiences of children.

Washington State law requires “Annual School Performance Reports” at the school level.  The
law suggests information that could be included in these reports, but there are no structure or
format requirements identified (RCW 28A.320.205 Annual school performance report- Model
report form).  When components of good reporting practices and procedures are identified and
model examples of reporting financial data are provided, schools and districts have tools that
assist in communicating with their constituency groups, such as parents, businesses, and other
community interests.  Such tools have the potential to reinforce support for those schools and
districts that currently do a good job with this endeavor, and will provide examples for those
entities that need clear direction for improving communication around finance-related issues.

Objectives and Methods

The Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (NWREL) and the Joint Legislative Audit and
Review Committee (JLARC) in Olympia, Washington, joined in a contract to assess school
district financial reporting practices as part of a larger K-12 finance study conducted by JLARC.
The objectives of this study were:

• To identify school districts that have financial data available in a format that facilitates
understanding by persons without specialized expertise in public finance

• To obtain examples of exemplary financial reports being used by school districts

• To identify the common characteristics of easily understood financial reports

Identification of school districts that provide useful and easily understood financial information
to the public was made through contact with 22 associations/organizations throughout Alaska,
Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington.  These contacts were also asked to identify the
characteristics of easily understood reporting practices.  See Appendix A for a list of these
organizations.

Of the 50 school districts identified and contacted for copies of their reports, only 32 were
received. See Appendix B for a list of the recommended school districts and those that provided
examples.

The characteristics of easily understood financial reports identified through the educational
associations/organizations were grouped into six general criteria.  A review panel of 18
representatives from educational organizations and associations (see Appendix C) was asked to
review these observations and provide additional comments and suggestions for refinement.  The
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sample reports were assessed along these criteria, and observations of the elements that
constitute well-understood reports were made. This report summarizes the results of observations
and feedback in regard to each criterion and provides examples of good reporting practices from
actual school districts.

Findings and Results

Characteristics of Easily Understood Financial Reports

Thirty-five characteristics of good reporting practices were identified and grouped into six
general criteria for evaluation of the collected sample school district reports.  These criteria
include language, relevance, comparability, length, graphics, and information provided.  Table 1
at the end of this section summarizes observations of characteristics that either promote
understanding or are barriers to understanding financial reports in regard to the six criteria used
in evaluating school district reports.

Language.   Reports that are most easily understood avoid using financial jargon, abbreviations,
or acronyms as much as possible.  Seldom are examples found where this is the case.  Most
reports still use jargon, but make an effort to define terms for the reader--most often on a
separate “Definitions” page within the report.  This is helpful, but the most readily understood
reports integrate definitions of financial terms as they are used in text or graphs.  It is also helpful
when abbreviations and acronyms are spelled out and defined for the reader.  See Appendix D
for examples of appropriate language use.

Examples of terms that need defining include:

• General Capital Fund
• Capital Outlay
• Expenditures
• Revenue
• Budget
• Debt Service
• Audited vs. Budgeted
• Instruction
• Certified vs. Classified

Examples of abbreviations and acronyms that may not be easily understood include:

• FTE
• FICA
• M & O Fund
• ASB Fund

Examples of using more common terms include:

• Expenses instead of expenditures
• Resources instead of revenue
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Relevance.   Setting the stage for the financial report is important.  Reports presented within a
larger framework, such as a general school district profile, provide more meaning than a budget
document on its own.  School district profiles may include student achievement data, classroom
sizes, levy information, and other relevant information.  (See Information Provided section of
this report.)   The profile information helps to address the basic questions: Where does the
district get its money?  How do they spend it?  What are the results of these expenditures?

Financial reporting should be presented in relation to strategic directions and goals of school
districts and schools.  Funds should be allocated according to these targets.  It should be clear to
patrons that the budget is the embodiment of district vision.

Presenting the monetary information in a manner that shows relevance to the reader is also
essential.  Translating million dollar amounts to single dollar amounts and comparing them to
household budgets and checkbooks is helpful.

Those reports that address issues of concern to groups of readers are effective in communicating
specific messages.  An example is a report addressing concerns of community members without
children in the school.  What does the school do for them?  The report may describe the
importance of the local schools by displaying information on community services provided by
the schools, facility use for community events, and school-to-work activities.

Another example is tax and levy information.  As taxpayers, many community members may
want clarification on issues of concern.  The best descriptions of tax and levy information
include the amounts citizens will be asked to pay in property tax as well as a summary of
revenue received through local property taxes and how that money will be used to fund school
operations.  Question and answer sections are also helpful in targeting audience concerns.

Policy makers also have a vested interest in school finance. According to Susan H. Fuhrman,
Dean, Graduate School of Education, University of Pennsylvania, “Today, policymakers are less
interested in thinking or learning about--or the disparities in--resources and isolation, but are
more concerned with how resources link to practice and achievement.” (Fuhrman, 1994).

See Appendix E for examples of information provided in a manner that is of interest to selected
audiences.

Comparability.   Information provided in comparison over time is most helpful.  Reports
providing a minimum of five years of data are more easily understood, especially if provided in a
bar or line graph in describing trends. Using this format to describe enrollment history or revenue
for a school district clearly shows decreases/increases over time.  Data comparisons with other
school districts were not common among examples obtained; however, comparisons made with
national or state-level data was helpful in understanding data.  These comparisons were used in
reporting the following types of data: average teacher salaries, standardized test scores, and
graduation rates.  See Appendix F for examples of data comparisons used by school districts.

Length.   The best length for a budget report is open for debate.  The length and amount of
information that should be provided varies with the needs of the audience.  For example, a board
member may want more detailed information for decision-making purposes than a parent that
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may not want as much in-depth information.  However, short summaries of the budget in booklet
form, brochures, or Web sites on the Internet (see appendix L) with links to more information
seem to be the easiest to understand.  It is difficult to grasp an entire budget document in its
complete form. Multiple school districts provide summaries of the “General Fund” only.  This
provides a means to shorten the larger budget report.  One-page balance sheets are also difficult
to digest, as they tend not to provide explanation or definitions of terms used.  Often, the one-
page summary consists of large amounts of data compiled into a spreadsheet or table with no
explanatory summary.  Short, one-page summaries are often requested for a quick snapshot of
the budget.  The best one-page summaries are within a larger document and provide general
financial information (revenues and expenditures) and directions on how to obtain more detailed
information. Readable reports are summarized in short form and do not take a long time to read.
See Appendix G for examples of one-page summaries that were provided within or as and
appendix to larger financial reports.

Graphics.  Graphs are useful if they provide information in a way that is easy to comprehend.
The titles on charts and graphs need to be in appropriate language.  Simple pie charts seem to be
easiest to understand.  Color graphs are best, but it is crucial to create graphs in such a way that
they remain easy to read when photocopied. If mass distribution is a school district’s goal, black
and white reports may be most economical.  Non-traditional graphics aid in making subtle points
and are catching to the eye, but may not be necessary to understanding the information.

Adding narrative to graphs and charts in an effort to describe what is presented and what it
means to the reader promotes understanding.  Spreadsheets and tables full of numbers for the
reader to interpret and analyze are often difficult to understand.  Appendix H contains examples
of clear, simple graphics.

Information Provided.  The amount of data included in a report is important.  Too much data
(every fund and expenditure listed) or too little information (revenues only) makes the report
difficult to comprehend.

The type of information provided in a financial report impacts how well understood the report
will be.  Most reports received for this study include budget information only.

Budget information that promotes understanding of reports:

• Revenue--distribution of local school revenues by source (student fees, non-property tax,
property tax, parent contribution, etc.)

• Expenditures--percentage of district’s budget spent directly in the classroom,
expenditures by object, by function, or both

• Teacher salaries and administrative salaries as averages--since the largest amount of
expenditures is usually for salaries, it is helpful when reports include additional
information such as average salaries in other states or in other areas in the same state.

• Per-pupil expenditures
• Explanation of budget process (short, concise with a calendar)

Few districts combine financial reports with non-budget information.  The inclusion of non-
budget information helps to answer the important question: Does your school produce excellent
results (high achievement) cost-effectively?
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Non-budget information that promotes understanding of reports:

• Introduction or letter to public from superintendent (welcoming, brief, informative)
• School mission
• School vision
• Enrollment rates--number of students over consecutive years
• Average student-teacher and staff ratio
• Teachers’ educational levels and experience
• Average class size for elementary, middle, and high schools as compared to state average
• Average test scores (ACT, SAT, those required by the state)
• Percent students attending four-year universities or other post-secondary institutions
• Levy and tax information
• Question and answer section--reports posing a question as a heading or containing a

“Commonly Asked Questions and Answers” or “ Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)”
sections may be more readily understood

Example questions:
• Where does funding come from?
• Where does the money go?
• What is a budget?
• How can I get involved?
• How is the district funded, what is the levy history?
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Table 1:  Summary of Criteria that Promote Understanding of Financial Reports

Characteristics that Promote
Understanding

Barriers to Understanding

L
an

gu
ag

e

• Avoid the use of jargon
(expenditures, revenues, FTE,
capital outlay, etc.)

• Use of common terms
(expenses, income, etc.)

• Integrate definitions of
financial terms in text or
graphics

• Use of jargon, abbreviations,
acronyms or activity codes that
are unknown to the general
public

• Present no definitions or
definitions of financial terms
found in a separate section or
page of a report

R
el

ev
an

ce

• Relate the school budget to
household budgets and
bankbooks

• Relate million dollar amounts
to percent of a dollar or single
dollar amounts

• Address specific issues of
concern to community
members

• Present information in larger
framework such as a District
Profile or School Performance
Report

• Furnish clarification during
election periods such as levy
history and property tax
information

• Include a “Question and
Answer” section that addresses
specific issues of importance in
that school district and
community

• Information in monetary terms
the general public finds
unfamiliar

• Provide only general budget
information without addressing
specific issues of concern

• Present budget information
without the framework of other
school district information when
appropriate

• Include no past levy or tax
information

• Question and Answer section
consists of unrelated or generic
information



8

C
om

pa
ra

bi
lit

y
• Provide data over time (at least

last two years)

• Supply data for the last five
years for ease in observing
trends

• Compare results to national or
state levels (such as average
teacher salary), comparison to
like school districts

• Use consistent  reporting
practices (type of data
collected, form in which data is
reported) in successive years
and/or between entities when
comparing data

• Supply current year’s data only

• Provide data for only one to two
years makes it difficult to
observe trends

• Provide no data comparisons

• Inconsistent reporting practices

L
en

gt
h

• Short summaries (under 10
pages) of the budget in booklet
form, brochures, or Web sited
on the Internet with links to
more information

• One-page balance sheet of
general information
(expenditures, revenue) with
directions on how to obtain
more information.

• Entire budget in a massive
document

• One-page spreadsheet or table
with large amounts of
computerized data or too little
information for adequate
application

• Graph titles and labels are
jargon-free

• Use of abbreviations, activity
codes, and terms without
explanation

G
ra

ph
ic

s

• Include narrative within or
following graphics

• Simple pie or bar charts

• Large undefined slices on a pie
chart like “general fund” or
“instruction”

• Complex charts or tables, use of
spreadsheets or other
computerized information
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• Color graphs if funding allows,
otherwise use black and white
with unambiguous headings
and white space

• Colored graphs that lose
meaning when photocopied to
black and white

• Bar and line graphs are easier
to use when looking at trends

• Analysis of what data means-
provide a framework for
understanding graphs

• Present data in tables or
spreadsheet form

• Provide no interpretation of data

G
ra

ph
ic

s 
(c

on
ti

nu
ed

)

• Consistency with graphics used
across time and entities

• Non- traditional graphics
capture attention and facilitate
interest

• Use of pictures of students are
helpful in emphasizing what
schools are all about

• Display of information in
different graphic forms for each
year or between entities

• Graphics that overshadow
information provided   

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

P
ro

vi
de

d

Minimum budget information that
promotes understanding of reports
includes data (from multiple years) such
as:

• Revenue--distribution of local
school revenues by source
(student fees, non-property tax,
property tax, parent
contribution, etc.)

• Massive amounts of information
that is cumbersome to read and
difficult to comprehend

• No description of revenue
sources
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• Expenditures--percentage of
district’s budget spent directly in
the classroom, expenditures by
object and function

• No specific explanation of what
or how money is spent

• Teacher salaries and administrative
salaries as averages-since the
largest amount of expenditures is
for salaries, it is helpful when
reports include additional
information such as average
salaries in other states or in other
areas in the same state

• Teacher salaries presented alone
or as percentage of total
expenditures only

• No differentiation between
“Instructional” and “Non-
instructional” expenditures

• Per-pupil expenditures

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

P
ro

vi
de

d 
(c

on
ti

nu
ed

)

Explanation of budget process (short,
concise); how the public can become
involved in the budget process and use the
information provided

Other information that promotes
understanding of school reports:

• School mission and vision

• Enrollment rates--number of
students over consecutive years

• Average student-teacher ratio

• Teachers’ educational levels and
experience

• Average class size for elementary,
middle, and high schools as
compared to state average

• Average test scores (ACT, SAT,
those required by the state) over
multiple years, graduation rates,
percent students attending four-
year universities or other post-
secondary institutions

• No explanation of the budget
process or how to become
involved

•  No clarification of how
expenditures relate to school
vision or mission

• No information about teachers
or class size

• Test scores for one year only

• Report test scores without other
indicators of achievement
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Critique of School District Financial Reports

The 32 school district reports received for this study were critiqued using the above as criteria for
easily understood reports.  Each report was evaluated using Table 1 as a checklist for formatting
and informational content.   The five reports that met the most criteria (with the highest number
of checkmarks) out of the 32 reports reviewed were sent to the Review Panel for comment and
suggestions regarding the developed criteria.  The highest rated report met 29 of 35 identified
characteristics of easily understood financial reports and the fifth highest rated report met 19.
The characteristics most often included in reports were in the general criteria of graphics (eg. use
of simple pie and bar charts, consistency in graph use) and specific financial information
provided such as revenue and expenditure information.  The characteristics seldom incorporated
in reports were shortness in total report length and the inclusion of non-financial information
such as average class size and achievement/tests scores.  School districts contacted for this study
may provide non-financial information in other formats such as school report cards or the
required Annual School Performance Reports in the state of Washington.  There is potential for
the inclusion of crucial financial information in these reports to provide a broader view of school
and school district operations.   The top-five highest rated school district reports (those with
highest number of checkmarks) out of the 32 reports reviewed are presented in Appendix I.

Interest of the Public in School District Financial Data

An overlying question that emerged during the collection of data for this study was in regard to
the importance of financial data to the public and what specific types of information they want to
know.  Through conversations with over 30 school district business managers and financial
officers in school districts throughout Washington, a theme emerged.  There was a common
feeling that financial information is not wanted, or at least not requested by the general public.
Comments such as, “In twenty years as a business manager, I have had only a handful of people
from the general public call and request financial information,” and “People just aren’t interested
in school finance” were common.  It was also pointed out that the exception to the rule is if a
school district is in “some sort of trouble.”  Such events such as the failure of school bond levies
to pass over consecutive years or concerns about administrators’ salaries cause intense interest in
the school budget. Reporting information to the public in a way that they can easily understand
during these times of scrutiny is crucial.

In further investigation of this concern, representatives from school districts with the top five
rated financial reports in this study were interviewed in regard to dissemination practices and the
interest of the community in their financial reports.   The results varied. Two of the five reports
were done on a one-time only basis and as part of a campaign to educate the public and raise
funds.  These reports were funded through foundation grants and entailed the work of multitudes
of community partners and expertise such as accountants and marketing professionals.  They
were produced in the tens of thousands and distributed widely.  Public interest and requests for
copies of the reports grew as the reports were more widely disseminated and promoted.  The
other three reports had been or planned to be produced annually, were produced by the school
districts themselves and had a much smaller dissemination pattern.   There was not a high
demand for these reports, but they were seen as useful for board members.  See appendix J for
summary of results of interviews on school district financial report dissemination patterns.
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There were suggestions that business offices do not obtain requests for financial information
because the type of information presented is not of interest. Many business managers felt that
those who do request information regarding the financial matters of schools usually want school
level data.  These are parents moving into a neighborhood or taxpayers wanting to know about
the individual school in their neighborhood.

The question remains: What does the public want to know about their schools?  A companion
report to Education Week’s Quality Counts 1999 titled “Reporting Results: What the Public
Wants to Know” studied this issue (A-Plus Communications, 1998).  Through multiple small
focus groups and larger community focus groups with over 260 participants, 21 indicators were
identified and rated on their importance in holding schools accountable.   These indicators
revolved around non-budget items such as school safety and teacher qualifications.  However,
per-pupil spending and teacher salaries were seen as important as well.

The top five rated reports in this study were evaluated for the inclusion of these indicators.  (See
Appendix K)  The highest number of indicators within one report was eight out of 21.  The
lowest contained one out of 21 indicators.  This was based on hard-copies of financial reports
that were received as a result of requests for financial reports that are provided to the general
public.   School districts may provide other non-financial information in separate reports or on
web-sites.

In general, school district financial data alone may not be sought by the general public unless
there is an upcoming vote or other issues that focus attention on school finance.  However, this
information may still have an important role as a tool for change. An important example is the
case of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in North Carolina.  They conducted a community-
wide needs assessment and found that the general public was interested in their financial matters,
but had many misconceptions of these matters.  Through a foundation grant, they compiled a
user- friendly booklet that explained the budget in much simpler terms.  This was distributed to
all county commisioners, individual schools in the district, parents, chamber of commerce, and
other identified “leaders” in the community.   The report was used as part of a campaign to
increase knowledge of the school district prior to a bond levy vote.  The county commissioners
approved the highest increase in operating budget ever for the school district and the voters
approved a historic one-half of a billion dollars in the bond campaign. These results cannot be
directly linked to the budget document, but the potential of a well researched, easily understood
financial document as a marketing tool is apparent.
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APPENDIX A

Educational Associations and Organizations Contacted

The following associations and organizations were contacted to identify and help to develop
characteristics of easily understood financial reports, to identify school districts that currently
provide such reports to the public, or to provide general information:

Alaska

Alaska Association of School Administrators
Alaska Association of School Business Officials
Alaska School Boards’ Association
Association of Alaska School Boards
Parent Teacher Association

Idaho

Idaho Association of School Administrators
Idaho Association of School Business Officials
Idaho School Boards’ Association
Idaho State Department of Education
Parent Teacher Association

Montana

Montana Association of School Business Officials
Montana Association Of School Superintendents
Montana School Boards’ Association
Montana Small Schools Alliance

Oregon

Confederation of Oregon School Administrators
Oregon Association of School Business Officials
Oregon School Boards’ Association
Oregon Small Schools Association

Washington

Washington Association of School Administrators
Washington Association of School Business Officials
Washington Principals’ Association
Washington Rural Education Center
Washington State Parent Teacher Association
Washington State School Directors’ Association
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APPENDIX B

School Districts Reported as Providing Easily Understood
Financial Information

In obtaining examples of school district financial reports for this study, a number of barriers
arose.  The first was “who to contact” for school district information--superintendents, business
managers, or district secretaries?  Many individuals who first answered inquires at the school
districts did not know where to transfer the call--the Business Office or Community Relations?
Once the correct person was identified, it was sometimes difficult to obtain a return phone call,
and the promised information was often not received.  Cost was also a barrier to obtaining school
district financial information.  In two of the 50 districts contacted, there was a charge for
requested reports ranging from 15 cents per page to five dollars for the entire budget report.  In
both cases travel to the school district in person was required in order to obtain the reports.

Recommendations to minimize barriers in obtaining financial information:
• Documents and reports should be free of charge and readily available by mail or Internet

to all who request such information.
• It is imperative that the general public knows where to obtain the information they are

seeking (i.e., who to call, where to call, what to ask for, etc.).
• Those answering phones at the school district office need to know where to direct callers

and field questions from the public relative to financial inquiries.

The following school districts were identified as reporting financial information to the general
public and were contacted in an attempt to obtain examples of these reports (* indicates those
districts whose reports were obtained):

Alaska

Anchorage School District*
Fairbanks North Star Borough School District*

Idaho

School districts use a standardized method of reporting through the State Department Office of Public
Instruction*
Boise Independent District*
Moscow School District*

Montana

Billings School District
Bozeman School District
Great Falls School District
Helena School District
Selected elementary schools in Lake County
Laurel School District
Shepherd School District*
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Oregon

Amity School District
Beaverton School District*
David Douglas School District*
Estacada School District
Lake Oswego School District
North Clackamas School District*
Oregon City School District*
Portland School District
Salem School District*

Washington

Bellevue School District*
Bellingham School District*
Central Kitsap School District*
Colfax School District*
Edmonds School District*
Education Service District 113
Evergreen School District*
Kent School District*
Morton School District
North Thurston School District*
Olympia School District*
Puyallup School District*
Seattle School District*
Shoreline School District*
Spokane School District
Tacoma School District
Touchet School District
Tekoa School District*
University Place School District
Wenatchee School District*
Yakima School District

Other

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (North Carolina)*
Fairfax County School District (Virginia)*
Katonah-Lewisboro School District (New York)*
Philadelphia School District (Pennsylvania)*
Pitt County Schools (North Carolina)*
Red Hook Central School District (New York)*
State College Area School District (Pennsylvania)*
Tucson United School District (Arizona)*
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APPENDIX C

Review Panel

Representatives from the following organizations/associations and other individuals were asked
to review the criteria of good reporting practices, styles, and procedures identified by NWREL
and to provide additional comments and suggestions for further refinement of the developed
criteria:

Alaska

Alaska Department of Education
Alaska Single Site School Districts
Association of Alaska School Boards

Idaho

Idaho State Department of Education
Idaho Parent Teacher Association
Idaho teacher and principal

Montana

Montana Office of Public Instruction
Montana higher education representative
Montana School Boards Association
School Administrators of Montana

Oregon

Oregon Department of Education
Oregon School Boards’ Association
Oregon Small Schools Association

Washington

Washington Office of State Superintendent of Public Instruction
Blue Mountain Consortium representative (Washington)
Washington State School Directors’ Association
Washington Principals’ Association
Washington Association of School Administrators
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APPENDIX D

Language Use

1. A Citizen’s Guide to the Philadelphia School Budget-  see left most column for
example of integrating definitions of financial terms into graphics

2. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Education Foundation’s Community Guide to the
     School Budget- see the description of school bonds in paragraph one as an
     example of using common terms and relating school district information to
     household  budgets
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APPENDIX E

Presenting Information to Selected Audiences

1. Taking Care of Your Tax Dollars! North Clackamas Schools- see example of a
     brochure addressing specific questions regarding property taxes and other issues
     of concern in this school district

2. A Citizen’s Guide to the Philadelphia School Budget- an example of addressing
    a political issue that was of concern to specific populations (the belief that
    Philadelphia should do more to increase its local share of the cost of its public
    schools)
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Appendix I
Critique Of Top 5 Highest Rated School District Financial Reports

To Characteristics of Easily Understood Reports

a Consistently present or present
a   Sometimes present
Blank     Rarely or not present
Characteristics SD1 SD2 SD3 SD4 SD5 Totals

Language
Avoid the use of jargon a a a 3

Use of common terms a a a a a 5

Integrate definitions of financial terms in text a a a a a 5

Relevance
Relate the school budget to household budgets and
bankbooks/checkbooks

a 1

Relate million dollar amounts to percent of a dollar or
single dollar amounts a a 2

Address specific issues of concern to community
members a a a a 4

Present information in larger framework (description of
school district) a a a a a 5

Furnish clarification during election periods such as levy
history and property tax information a a 2

Include “Question and Answer” section that addresses
specific issues of importance in that school district and
community

Comparability
Provide data over time (at least last two years) a a a a a 5

Supply data for the last five years for ease in observing
trends a a a a a 5

Compare results to national or state levels (such as
average teacher salary), comparison to like school
districts

a a a 3

Use consistent reporting practices (type of data collected,
form in which data is reported) in successive years and/or
between entities when comparing data

a a a a a 5

Length
Short summaries (under 10 pages) of the budget in
booklet form, brochures, or Web sited on the Internet
with links to more information

0

One-page balance sheet of general information
(expenditures, revenue) with directions on how to obtain
more information

a a a 3
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Appendix I, Continued

Characteristics SD1 SD2 SD3 SD4 SD5 Totals

Graphics
Graph titles and labels are jargon-free a a 2

Include narrative within or following graphs a a a 3

Simple pie or bar charts a a a a a 5

Color graphs if funding allows, otherwise use black and
white with unambiguous headings and white space a a a a a 5

Bar and line graphs are easier to use when looking at
trends a a a a a 5

Analysis of what data means-provide a framework for
understanding graphs

a a a a a 5

Consistency in graphics used across time and entities a a a a a 5

Non- traditional graphics capture attention and facilitate
interest a a 2

Use of pictures of students are helpful in emphasizing
what schools are all about a a a 3

Information Provided-Minimum
Revenue--distribution of local school revenues by source
(student fees, non-property tax, property tax, parent
contribution, etc.)

a a a a a 5

Expenditures--percentage of district’s budget spent
directly in the classroom, expenditures by object and
function

a a a a a 5

Teacher salaries and administrative salaries as averages-
as average salaries in other states or in other areas in the
same state

a a 2

Per-pupil expenditures a a 2

Explanation of budget process (short, concise), how to
become involved a a a a 4

Information Provided- Other Information
School mission and vision a a a a 4

Enrollment rates- number of students enrolled per year a a a a a 5

Average student-teacher/staff ratio a a a 3

Teachers’ educational levels and experience a a 2

Average class size for elementary, middle, and high
schools as compared to state average

0

Average test scores (ACT, SAT, those required by the
state) over multiple years, graduation rates, percent
students attending four-year universities or other post-
secondary institutions

a 1

Totals 29 28 21 19 19
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SD1:  Charlotte-Mecklenburg Education Foundation’s Community Guide to the School
          Budget (NC)    
          http://www.contentpark.com/cmef/
          (704) 335-0100

SD2:  A Citizen’s Guide to the Philadelphia School Budget (PA)
          http://www.gpfirst.com/Budget-Guide /
          (215) 575-2200 ext. 269

SD3:  General Fund Budget Fiscal Year 1998-99, North Thurston School District (WA)
           http://www.ntsd.wednet.edu
           (360) 412-4400

SD4:  Shoreline Public School Budget Overview 1998-99 (WA)
          http://www.shoreline.wednet.edu
          (206) 361-4208

SD5:  1998-1999 Citizens’ Summary Guide of the General Fund Budget, Edmonds School
          District (WA)
          http://www.edmonds.wednet.edu
         (425) 670-7000
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APPENDIX J

School Dissemination Patterns

The following school districts were contacted regarding the dissemination patterns for their financial reports:

When Report
and How
Frequently

Cost of Publications Number
Produced

Requests for Information Where Disseminated

North
Thurston SD

Annually in
October

$4.00 per book 1500-2000 Varies by year- lost bond measures
result in more interest from public
in budget plan.  Many request
school specific information.

Geared toward board members, also
given to Chamber of Commerce
and other local organizations such
as the Rotary club, also on web-site

Shoreline SD First report of
this kind/
format

“inexpensive”
copies in black and
white, double- sided

Approx. 1000 Few parents, other school districts,
more requests when controversy
arises

Given to board members, media,
also have school specific
information on web-site

Philadelphia
School
Budget

One time only $.85 to print one
copy, $50,000-
$75,000 for entire
process (research,
graphics, printing,
mailings, etc.)
(grant funded)

30,000 5,000 to parents, parent groups,
community groups, media.
Requests increased as disseminated
throughout community.

Mailed 10,000 to targeted opinion
leaders, available in all 261 schools,
55 branches of public library, 5,000
sent to local organizations and
education advocacy groups, mailed
to everyone in state department of
education

Charlotte-
Mecklenburg
Community
Guide to the
School
Budget

One time only $50,000 for entire
process plus in-kind
contributions from
the community
(grant funded)

20,000 Hundreds of parents, media, other
school districts, community groups

Identified community leaders,
businesses, school board, county
commissioners, 25 branches of
public library, available in all 140
schools

Edmonds SD,
Edmonds,
WA

Fall of every
year

“inexpensive”
copies in black and
white

Approx. 200 Interest varies—increases before
levies, or if threatened budget cuts

Designed for voters, board
members, local community groups,
distributed at community budget
forums
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APPENDIX  K
Evaluation of School District Financial Reports

With 21 Indicators of What The Public Wants To Know

The five highest rated school district financial reports were critiqued along 21 possible indicators
that could be reported to hold schools accountable as identified in the “Reporting Results: What
the Public Wants to Know”, a companion report to Education Week’s Quality Counts 1999
(www.apluscommunications.com).   The indicators are in order according to what parents say is
most important information to least important.

Indicators SD1 SD2 SD3 SD4 SD5 Totals
School safety a 1
Teacher qualifications a a 2
Class size a 1
Graduation rates a 1
Dropout rates 0
Statewide test scores a 1
Parental satisfaction survey data 0
SAT/ACT scores a 1
% of students promoted to next grade 0
Course offerings a a 2
Attendance rates 0
Per-Pupil spending a a 2
Student satisfaction survey data 0
Teacher salaries a a 2
Hours of homework per week 0
Number of students a a a a a 5
Percent of students who go on
to a four-year college

a 1

Percent of students with an
“A” or “B” average

0

Number of students per computer a 1
Percent of parents who attend
parent-teacher conferences

0

Demographics of students a a 2

Totals 8 5 6 2 1

a        Information provided
Blank   Information not provided
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SD1:  A Citizen’s Guide to the Philadelphia School Budget (PA)
          http://www.gpfirst.com/Budget-Guide/
          (215) 575-2200 ext. 269

SD2:  Charlotte-Mecklenburg Education Foundation’s Community Guide to the School Budget
          (NC)
          http://www.contentpark.com/cmef/
          (704) 335-0100

SD3:  Shoreline Public School Budget Overview 1998-99 (WA)
          http://www.shoreline.wednet.edu
          (206) 361-4208

SD4:  1998-1999 Citizens’ Summary Guide of the General Fund Budget, Edmonds School
          District (WA)
          http://www.edmonds.wednet.edu
         (425) 670-7000

SD5:  General Fund Budget Fiscal Year 1998-99, North Thurston School District (WA)
           http://www.ntsd.wednet.edu
           (360) 412-4400
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APPENDIX  M

Legal Basis for School Reports in Washington

RCW 28A.320.205  Annual school performance report—Model report form.

(1) Beginning with the 1994-95 school year, to provide the local community and electorate with
access to information on the educational programs in the schools in the district, each school shall
publish annually a school performance report and deliver the report to each parent with children
enrolled in the school and make the report available to the community served by the school.  The
annual performance report shall be in a form that can be easily understood and be used by
parents, guardians, and other members of the community who are not professional educators to
make informed educational decisions.  As data from the assessments in RCW 28A.630.885
becomes available, the annual performance report should enable parents, educators, and school
board members to determine whether students in the district's schools are attaining mastery of
the student learning goals under RCW 28A.150.210, and other important facts about the schools'
performance in assisting students to learn.  The annual report shall make comparisons to a
school's performance in preceding years and shall project goals in performance categories.

(2) The annual performance report shall include, but not be limited to: A brief statement of the
mission of the school and the school district; enrollment statistics including student
demographics; expenditures per pupil for the school year; a summary of student scores on all
mandated tests; a concise annual budget report; student attendance, graduation, and dropout
rates; information regarding the use and condition of the school building or buildings; a brief
description of the restructuring plan for the school; and an invitation to all parents and citizens to
participate in school activities.

(3) The superintendent of public instruction shall develop by June 30, 1994, a model report form,
which shall also be adapted for computers, that schools may use to meet the requirements of
subsections (1) and (2) of this section.  [1993 c 336 § 1006.]

NOTES:
     Findings--Intent--Part headings not law--1993 c 336:  See notes following RCW
28A.150.210.
     Findings--1993 c 336:  See note following RCW 28A.630.879.
Reading goals report:  RCW 28A.630.887.


